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Establishment of Dong Zhongshu Thought and Humanitarian 
Development 
               Name:LIU HONG YAN 
 
DONG Zhongshu (176 BC- 104 BC ) is a Confucianist during the Han Dynasty in China, 
who is famous as a major contributor of moving up Confucius ideology to national 
education base and making the Confucianism as kind of State Religion. This study 
discusses Dong’s ideology of humanism which has not been discussed very systematically 
in the previous researches, based on The Ram of Spring and Autumn Period, Way of 
Heaven Theory, Yin-Yang Five-Element Theory, and especially "Heaven Man as One" 
Theory (theory that man is an integral part of nature). This study layout the discussion 
in few fields based on modern humanities and sociology studies: Dong’s political thoughts, 
legal thoughts, ethics thoughts, educational thoughts, ecological thoughts, and historical 
thoughts, etc. 
In the introduction section, after introducing Dong’s life experiences, Academic works, 
Researches, and Controversy points, also have a brief introduction of research methods 
and structure of this study.  
 Chapter 1 discusses the political thoughts of Dong. The main content of the political 
thoughts of Dong is Monarchs (or Kings) rule human society and run politics on behalf 
of The Heaven following the political application of “Heaven Man Interaction” Theory. 
Apply “Ren” (Close word in English might be benevolence) of Heaven to political 
management and educating people, the theory of "Extract Ren from Heaven and be Ren". 
The thoughts can be combined with the emperor tyranny system of the Han Dynasty, to 
be philosophy system（or tool) to improve the National Unity system. That is main reason 
why Dong himself being taken as most key player of upgrading the Confucianism to 
“State Religion”. 
  Chapter 2 discusses the legal thoughts of Dong, which commonly described as 
"Priesthood given by The Heaven". His legal thoughts are including “Heaven Man as 
One”, "Monarch Supreme", "Three Guides and Five Constant Virtues"(Principle of feudal 
moral conducts), "Morality over Penalty",  "Spring and Autumn Statute" (use Confucian 
Classics for court judgements) etc. While as he was a Confucianist, the legal thoughts 
always venerate rule by rites, respect Rule by Man, respect Rule by Virtue, emphasize 
norms of disciplines. Fundamentally "Law" or the legislation, the penalty are the 
external norms same as Rites and Music or the measuring system. From the angle of 
 
 
effectively ruling people, Rites and Music are much more important than the Penalty, 
people shall follow Humanization, Spiritual Guides and mysterious Heaven Belief (or 
Son of the Heaven).  
  Chapter 3 discusses Dong’s ethics thoughts. His ethics thoughts centered on "Three 
Guides", while Three Guides based on the inherent “Tao of Heaven” (natural law). The 
essence of the Three Guides is royalism. If the royalism is an external authority, then it 
is important to make sure the authority fully demonstrated by the ethics of Three Guides. 
  Chapter 4 discusses the educational thoughts of Dong. He was a famous educational 
figure of Confucian. In his Essay Measures, he promoted the idea of creating a state level 
school (Tai Study) to Emperor Wu, so to educate the people. He also values the education 
and propagation of Confucian ideology. A series of effective methods of spiritual 
education summarized from long term education practices, like the method of 
introspectiveness, the method of valuing petty and starting, and the method of keeping 
moral study path, all these methods are valuable references to modern education. 
 Chapter 5 discusses the ecological thoughts of Dong. In his time, nature is called 
Heaven, and The Heaven has natural characters such as heaven and earth, or universe. 
Moreover, with the consideration of "Heaven Man as One" in his heavenly ideology, the 
"Heaven" is nature, the Man is human beings, then One is a revelation that human 
should cherish nature enlightenment, same should cherish self. 
Chapter 6 discusses the history thoughts of Dong. The Three Regimes Theory (the 
history path ruled by three regimes which represents by different colors, 
White/Black/Red) is the center of Dong’s history thoughts. Supported by theories of 
"Follow Heavenly Rules and Ancient Guides”, "Heavenly Disaster Theory", and "One 
Regime Unity" etc. All these theories connected to the sacred Heaven, and interpreted 
history with a heavenly view. The mysterious Heaven dominates human society history. 
All changes that have occurred in human history are related to the change of the 
Heavenly Will which shifts human society.  That is Tao (Mysterious final way) of 
Heaven which is expressed as “Tao is not changing, as long as Heaven is not changing”.  
In summary, In the Essay of Measures and Derivative of Spring and Autumn, he 
particularly presented a theory of Monarch power from Heaven, DONG Zhongshu raised 
his ideology of Tao of Heaven guides Tao of Man, try to achieve the ideal of one regime 
unification through people consciously complying to the Heavenly law, which supports 
imperial power tyranny system. Based on theories from The Ram of Spring and Autumn 
Period, he raised theory of Heavenly Orders, Emperor is the representative of Heaven 
(Son of the Heaven). Those ideology clearly demonstrated in his political views, ethical 
morals, and legal ideas. Moreover, his theory vested the power of educating people to 
 
 
Monarch, which is source of the theories of "People’s right come from Emperor, Emperor's 
right come from Heaven" which tried to find the balance between monarch's 
sanctification and the authority restriction. All these clearly presented in his educational 
and ethical ideas. Dong’s efforts of remodeling Confucian moral ideal into reality and 
utilitarian matched the centralization policy of the Emperor Wu, supported by the 
“Heaven Man as One”, “Yin-Yang Equilibrium” and the “Five-Element Theory” 
combination. All these clearly presented in his history theories and ecological thoughts, 
which maintain the harmony between Heaven and Man, the equilibrium between 
Human and Nature. Emperor Wu accepted some of Dong’s humanitarian thoughts and 
measures, changed the ruling methods of Han's first years of reign “Art of do nothing”, 
strengthened the empire with great unity in politics, thoughts, education, and culture,  
improved the centralized ruling system. Ever since then, such large unity centralized 
system continued for more than 2,000 years in the history of China. General 
understanding, Dong Zhongshu’s efforts of moving Confucianism as State Religion 
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